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THE HEBREW PENTAMETER. 

By Peof. C. A. Bbiggs, D. D., 

Union Theological Seminary, New York City. 



The Hebrew pentameter is measured by five beats of the rhythmical accent. 
The caesura usually comes after the third beat ; but not infrequently after the 
second, so as to give a variation to the movement. The greater portion of He- 
brew poetry is in the trimeter movement, the greater portion of the remainder is 
pentameter. The tetrameters and hexameters are less numerous. 

The pentameter line is often treated as if it was composed of two lines in 
parallelism. But the second half of the pentameter line is not in such marked 
parallelism with the first as the second line of a trimeter poem. It is rather sup- 
plementary to the first half, even when parallelism appears. 

1) The first specimen of the pentameter that we shall give is the alphabetical 
dirge contained in Lamentations 111. This dirge has twenty-two strophes in 
which the initial letter of the strophe begins with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet 
in the order from {$ to J") . But the alphabetical structure is not confined to the 
initial letters of the strophes. Each strophe contains three lines and each line 
begins with the characteristic letter of the strophe. "We shall give four of these 
strophes as specimens of the twenty-two. Bickell makes these lines of twelve 
syllables in accordance with his theory of the structure of Hebrew verse. In 
general, his lines of twelve syllables correspond with our pentameter. 

a 

urqy mbo i *w hot *oxr*2t* 

TIN-N'TI rjtJTT I 1 ?'! I JPO TDK 
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a 

vtot "o& i nun nw rf?a 

rw*?ni jwti tpn I ♦ty roa 

D^iy »noa i ♦jawin D'aarraa 

♦rfrsn ontr i jntsw py«< o-dj 
my ♦no»ru i rvua ♦an to 

tmnooa nnx i ^-nih sin m 
dow ♦jos? i ♦jne'fin tod *an 
f it; mooa »jann I irwrp th 

The only changes in the Massoretic text are insertions of Maqqephs between 
"DJiTOK (line 1); *yyt (line 3); NX**"** 1 ? (line 7); »3"DJ (line 8); ^"NIH 
(line 10), all of which changes are in accordance with good usage. The lines have 
the caesura after the third beat of the accent, except in lines 2 and 6 ; the latter 
being the only tetrameter line among the twelve. We have seen that there are 
occasional dimeter lines among the trimeters, and trimeter lines among the 
tetrameters ; so we are not surprised to find a tetrameter among these pentame- 
ters. 

It will be seen that the parallelism is between the pentameter lines rather 
than between the two parts of the pentameters ; the second half of the pentame- 
ter gives a supplementary statement. In some cases this is akin to parallelism, as 
in lines 4 and 9 ; but it is noteworthy that in the latter the verb is omitted, show- 
ing its dependence upon the first half of the line, and in the former it is really 
complementary, in that the treatment of the bones is added to the flesh and skin. 

2) The second specimen that we shall give is two strophes of the great alpha- 
betical poem in praise of the Divine Word, Psalm cxix. We have here twenty- 
two strophes, and each strophe is composed of 8 lines, and each line of the strophe 
begins with the characteristic letter of the strophe. The pentameter movement 
is clear, and the lines are distinctly marked off by the letters of the alphabet. 
Bickell also regards the lines of this poem as composed of twelve syllables. 

X 

rrvr rroro D'a^nn i Trrwon nm 

imam* aV?aa i vmy na nm 

•o^n vans i rtny frysrtf? ept 
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ind noeh i -ppe nnnsf nm 

ypn "tat? 1 ? i oni us» *ym 

7nrao ^-^n waro i con-n^ ?n 

•pnx 'as^a na*?a i aa'r'wa "pa 

-iNa-iy »jaryn •»* i idpk fprrrw 

-pana "10^ i iniN-DK nyj-nan rraa 

Tfnxoo ♦xuwi Vk i ynern ♦aytaa 

-frNanN-N 1 ? [ya 1 ? i -jmoK ♦rosx ♦a'n 

7pn ona 1 ? I mrr run* -pa 

1»fi 'astro to i tdsd 'nstra 

pn-^a tya I ♦new "fnny fro 

7 nmN nonxi i rrirtwt "pipsa 

pan nat^N n"? i jwyntPN n/npna 

We remove the Maqqeph in }{ , line 6, between to -t 7X and TTfllfQ » which 
has made it a very long word of six syllables ; between ^J^ and 'jafjtfl in N » 
line 8 ; between ^tf and ♦JJMJTl in ^> une 2 > an< * between *£33CO and *VQ 
in 3) line 5. We insert Maqqeph between ^^""ltJ^a in {< , line 7, and 
*l'?"KaHN~K i ? m 3i une 3 > in DOtn cases having no more than five syllables. 
There is but a single tetrameter line in the sixteen, namely, in 2 , line 7. 

3) We shall now give a pentameter prayer with a refrain. This prayer is 
given in Jonah n. It has two strophes of six lines each ; closing with t 7D*,*7" 1 7K 
"Itnp > an< * a broken strophe of three lines without a refrain. It seems that the 
author of Jonah used an older poem, or so much of it as suited his purpose, leav- 
ing the third strophe unfinished. 

I. 

Wi mn» 'in i ♦'rrrwo vurip 

^"ip nybj? i tw ■yiNtr faaa 

>jaao* toi i a>a»-aato rfrwa ♦ja^m 

nay »ty i Y?ji "patra to 

7*y -uja ♦njruj i ♦moK >jki 

ytnp toM-^N i D'an 1 ? fpiN yt 

ii. 

*jaao» oinn I pfu-iy o»o ♦jissk 

onn 'ayp? I wx"t> enar? fpD 

d^w 1 ? hjd jtppo i parr »jvrr 
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♦rfw mm i »n nn^o tyro 

♦mar mm-rw i wsn *ty fpynna 

*|Bnp "wrr 1 ** I ♦rfron 7^ warn 

in. 

W Dion i nw ^an onotra 

"f7 nroft* i rrnn ^lpa »jni 

mm 1 ? nrune* i no^N 'rrro new 

There are three pentameter distichs, the first distich has synonymous paral- 
lelisms, the second progressive parallelisms, and the third antithetical parallelism. 
The caesura is usually after the third heat, but in the fifth line it is after the 
second beat. 

In the second strophe the Massorites made an unfortunate separation of 
verses 6 and 7. QHH HVp 1 ? S oes wi * n tne previous line as its complement, 
making the first distich of this strophe synonymous. The second distich then 
begins with ♦jTTV an( i is antithetical, the second line begins with tyro • The 
closing distich is synonymous. 

With this change we have again a symmetrical strophe of six pentameter lines 
exactly like its mate with the refrain. We have found no occasion to change the 
Massoretic Maqqephs thus far in this piece. But in the fragment of the third 
strophe we remove the Maqqephs between t^H an< i JOB* ( lme *) an< i between 
Jfpftftf and *fo . The latter must he removed on account of the caesura, which 
is immediately before the verb ; the former might remain and give us a tetrameter 
line. 

4) The Pilgrim Psalms cxx.-cxxxiv. are all pentameters, with the single 
exception of the long cxxxn., which is a trimeter that in other respects seems 
out of place in this little collection. They are fine specimens of pentameters, and 
the study of the poetical structure aids in the interpretation. 

We have seen that Bickell's lines of twelve syllables correspond in general 
with our pentameters. It is interesting to note that he makes all these Pilgrim 
Psalms, except cxxxn., of the measure of seven and five, that is, seven syllables 
in the first line, five in the second, seven in the third and five in the fourth, and so 
on. The only difference from his metre of twelve syllables is in breaking the line 
in two ; there is no difference in the sum total of syllables. In this Bickell is mis- 
taken, the poems are really the same in their structure as those already considered. 

Psalm CXX. 

Wi 'n*op i +7 nrroa mro-'w 

■wrpp'TQ -ipK'-natra i wen rfntn mm 

iTDTpts6 "p «yo»-noi I "p \tvno 
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non^a 1 ? nan "d-tk-^i I at>v >jn 

This Psalm gives eight pentameter lines. We notice one of the features of 
the Pilgrim Psalm, the repetition of certain catch-words, e. g., |"|*01 [lJJ^Q > 
?3JJ> and QV^JJ* making a sort of marching rhythm. 

Psalm CXXI. 

p*o o*db> n^y i mrr-nyo nry 

■pD^ Dirt* I "pn D1Q 1 ? JiT-^K 

"ane* ieic i |e>»-n 1 7 , i ou^-h 1 ? njn 

-p^'-T-ty -py mtv i -pop mrr 

ny» rm i nrD'-x'? cDtrn dov 

-jj^wrw noe* i jn^ao *poe» mrr 

D'ny-un nnyo i *|tfai ytwriDB^ nin* 

These eight lines are pentameters. They carry the marching rhythm further 
than the previous psalm. Hf^ of the first line reappears in the second, making 
this synonymous distich complete in itself. The QIJ* of line 3 is taken up in 
line 4, and the "")]£{}> of line 4 appears in line 5 and becomes the catch-word of 
the rest of the poem, in lines 7 and 8. It is possible that nin* °f the last line 
arose by the copyist's eye catching the first word of the upper line. But the Mas- 
sorites insert a Maqqeph between "IJINV'IOJJ'* an d there is no reason, from the 
rhythm, why it should be omitted. 

Psalm CXXII. 

*pj rwjva i +? onatQ ♦nnoi? 

tf?em» yrm I u^n vn nnoy 

•hit rb-rrarw yyz i rruirt ch&rv 

rv ♦anc i owner t>y uvw 

mrr nuft nrrrh i •jme^ nny 

Tn-n^ nwD3 1 tost^D 1 ? nwoa no^-»D 

•pna v*?b» i tf?tm» dV?b> V?kb> 

7nttD"ttO m 1 ?^ I *p»ro dY?b> »n» 

-p-aita n^pnx i wrf»t mrr-rva jyo 1 ? 
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This poem of ten lines is composed throughout of pentameter lines. Only 
one emendation is necessary. We agree with Bickell in removing 12JJ>* from 
line 6 before J""llNDa • It has come in from the margin, or the mind of the 
scribe. The line is sufficiently clear without it, and it disturbs the rhythm. We 
notice the catch- words Q^J^W and DlVjJ' • 

Psalm CXXIII. 

d»dbq >at^n i w-na 'nam Y?k 

orviMH -v-bx i amy wya ran 

nmaj r-ba i nnssw vyz 

wrw iy i wtfw mrr-^N i iwp 

ro uw 3TO I ian ia rr 

jjfrn ujmm i n 1 ? njnB> nan 

djv w 1 ? nan i d^bti jjfr 

The first and second lines are evidently pentameters. The third line is a 
tetrameter as it stands. It is probable that Tlltl has been rubbed off at the 
beginning. The fourth line is a pentameter, p should be combined with Wyjf 
by a Maqqeph. This gives us a synonymous tetrastich. In the fifth line the 
Massoretic flliT has slipped in, as often elsewhere in Hebrew literature ; we 
strike it out therefore. The last verse is difficult. The ♦*^p very properly 
reads Q\JV ♦JO'? which gives us a pentameter for the last line, but leaves us 
with a trimeter in the previous line. J^JJl is not good grammar before 
D'JJXtJTI • •"-* seems likely that a second J^ 1 ? , a proper construct without the 
article was originally there, and that it was omitted by a copyist's mistake. The 
omission of repeated words is as common in copying as the repetition of words by 
mistake. If we restore it, we remove the fault of grammar, give the verb an ob- 
ject in the same line ; make it a pentameter line like all the others in the poem, 
and give another example of the repetition of a catch-word. The marching 
rhythm then comes complete and is carried on from the beginning to the end, in 
&yV i ?JH > ID^ an< * -3J^7 • Tne closing tristich is a fine example of progres- 
sive parallelism, in which the first half of the second line is synonymous with the 
last half of the first, and the second half is progressive thereto. The first half of 
the third line is synonymous with the second half of the second line, and the 
second half of the third line is synonymous with the second half of the first line. 
We have not space for all of the Pilgrim Psalms, and accordingly will select a 
few others. 

Psalm CXXV. 

tsvyvb p»y to i mrra dtimtt 
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tfnjrnjn nnyo i top? md mm 

D'pnxn "mrty i yanrr ant? my-K^o 

am* nrfnyz I o»pnxn im^-N'? ^o"7 

djtd^d. one^ i o^itf? mm nman 

fwrr^s-nN mm dd^v i orn^py o^om 

•ana* ty dY?b> 

The Massorites have divided verses 1 and 2 unfortunately. 3JJ** D l ?'U7 l ? 
goes with Ch^yy , and thus we have a fine specimen of introverted parallelism 
with the third line, in which the first half of the second line is synonymous with 
the second half of the third, as the second half of the first line with the first half 
of the third, and the three lines make a tristich. We next have a progressive 
distich, which is followed by an antithetical distich and a trimeter refrain. 

Psalm CXXVI. 

nn \mcfy) i we pine> vbanx 

tfwoy nwj^? "run I d'ijq now-nt 

D»noc wr i ljoy ropy 1 ? ^un 

ajtt ap^m i in»aty-nj« mm row 

rrap» rrro i nyo-o ounrrr 

jnrrriB>o xw I nam ^ m^n 

vnote nb>j i rrro Km jo 

The divine name Him j by scribal error, appears in the Massoretic text of 
lines 8 and 4 with 'yiJH , where it was unnecessary, as the subject of the verb 
is clear from the context. We have stricken it out. We also follow the »")p in 
line 5, reading UJ"V3tJ' • We correct the scribal blunder of line 1, and read 
HOC f° r the f\y\ff which has arisen by transposition of the letters * and 3 . 
The changes of the Maqqephs can hardly be objected to with propriety. They 
are made to accord with good usage. The removal of a Massoretic Maqqeph be- 
tween fr$3 an & Hy i 11 t ne i as * ii ne m akes it more harmonious with *^yi "I 1 ??! of 
the previous line. This Psalm is composed of two tetrastichs ; they are both of 
great beauty. The first is an example of introverted parallelism. The first and 
fourth lines are synonymous throughout. The second line is synonymous with 
the last half of the first and fourth lines ; and the third line is synonymous with 
the first half of these lines. The second tetrastich is entirely different in struct- 
ure. The second line is progressive to the first ; and is of the tetrameter move- 
ment in order to bring out a strong antithesis between its two equal members. 
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This antithesis then expands in the antithetical lines that follow, where the third 
line is synonymous with the first half of the second, and the fourth line with its 
second half. 

Psalm CXXX. 

♦"npa nyoe> »rR* i yntnp D»poyoo 
♦jijnn 'np'? i rtowp ym n^rtn 

-toy* »o oix i rr-iotrn nwoN 

•n^-t^i ww rrrnp I rnrr wip 

npn 1 ? Dnojra i 'ntf? ♦trfij Tfrmn 

mir-^N "?jn^ ^rr i npn 1 ? Dnotr 

rvns ioy nmm i ionn mrr-qp-'a 

WW 'MD I "JNlB^-fW ma* Kim 

The Massoretic text obscures the movement in several places. pfliT slipped 
into the first line and was the occasion of an incorrect division of the verses. We 
agree with Bickell and strike it out. Then we have a distich of pentameters in 
which there is introverted parallelism between the halves of the lines. The 
second distich is antithetical. In the three lines that follow, the Massoretic 
accentuation and verse divisions destroy the poetry altogether. We therefore 
discard them and follow the LXX., and thereby gain not only the pentameter but 
also a better parallelism. As the first line begins with VYlp ■> the sixth line 
begins with its synonymous Vfrrflfl • The transition from the first person of 
the verb to *JJ^flJ is in accordance with the change from ^p to JOpX i n Psalm 
in. 5. We have, moreover, another parallelism between , )*01 t ? and ^"Itf 1 ? 
making the first half of the sixth line synonymous with the second half of the 
fifth line. The seventh line begins with "Ip^ 1 ? OHOC > which is another 
example of the marching movement so common in these Psalms, and it results in 
another case of introverted parallelism between these two lines. These three 
lines are accordingly bound together in synonymous parallellism. The eighth 
line is now synonymous with the fourth, and the ninth line is in strong antithe- 
sis with the third ; so that our Psalm is really composed of an opening distich of 
prayer for redemption ; and a concluding heptastich of great beauty setting forth 
the assurance of the redemption of Israel. 

5) We shall now give the dirge of Babylon (Isa. xlvii), which is one of the 
finest pieces in the Old Testament. 

I. 

•733-ro rVnro i nsy-ty wi m 
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rwi fin i -frunp* wow ab-^ 

y\ai *7i i nop-^noi o»m »np 

nnro nay i pi^j 'mp ♦abtj 

Tisnn njon dj i ymjr 'wn 

din jnsn tin i npN DpJ 

This strophe is composed of a tristich of two synonymous lines with third 
progressive thereto ; and a tetrastich of three synonymous lines with the fourth 
progressive to it. Lines 3 and 4 might be taken as three tetrastichs, but they are 
better as we have given them, the first of them referring to bondage, the second 
to exile. 

II. 

ohbo na i -pro-wai obit 'at? 

jtd'joq jvdj I "f?-ftnp» ^Din N"?-»a 

♦rfrro Ttt>n i 'ay ty »nsvp 

D»om on 1 ? notr-Nv' I -p»a Dinxi 

-ikb f?y i maan fpr ty 

ny maj i mm* tfny 1 ? nowii 

rrnnr-fK mar-N 1 ? i in- 1 ?!? rfw hq^-k 1 ? 

I agree with Eichhorn and Cheyne that the line 1Q{J> j"V)Na¥ HIIT I^NJl 
^JOtJ" Clip nas come in from the margin as a scribal exclamation of praise. 
It disturbs the thought of the piece as well as the structure of the strophe. I 
also agree with Cheyne in separating ~ij? from flOJJ' fr^ , where it gives no good 
sense, and in attaching it to jT"DJ m l ine 6 - 

This strophe begins with an imperative, and its first and second lines 
resemble the second and third lines of the previous strophe, so that we have a pro- 
gressive distich. A progressive tristich takes up the middle of the strophe, and it 
concludes with a synonymous distich. 

III. 

prtoa 1 ? nats»n i nn nwutotp nnjn 

•ny ♦Dflxi *jn i naa^a mnxn 

•nat? jna tin i rtit±>a im-ofr 

inn ova yr\ I rtwrw "p naorn 

ino -pan novm i ^sbo ana 
>jnt f*N mat* i -|njna ♦noam 
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This strophe also begins with an imperative, and HDD 1 ? rOB^il corre- 
sponds with "?3!3"nD and O'TtJO f"0 0I tne previous strophes, HtDD 1 ? °* tne 
first line reappears in *ntD3i"T1 °£ the last line. The strophe is a heptastich in 
which there is a sort of introverted parallelism about the fourth line as a centre. 

IV. 

Ttmw N»n i ^nm *-|no:>n (yi) 

row ♦jnn-N 1 ? i run Yv jqi 

♦yin-N 1 ? nap 1 D«nfi Yv ^ n<) 

-pW nw*-n«w3 1 yaen-y\y\ "pnro »amojf 

7W-ro rvvb) 1 "7»inn ^ain ^in 

We insert ^*] at the beginning in accordance with the LXX. and the usage 
of the poet to begin each strophe with an imperative or jussive. We follow the 
LXX. and Arabic Versions, and omit the Massoretic ^Tl^fi ^Mi from the last 
line. The sixth line is quite long. It is possible that "1'fJJJO 31D is a mar - 
ginal insertion from line 6 of the previous strophe, with which it is parallel. The 
opening distich of this strophe corresponds with that of the previous strophe, the 
second line being the same with the exception of the substitution of ^ with Im- 
perfect for the Participle with the article, and the first lines are synonymous. We 
next have a synonymous tristich which corresponds with lines 4 and 5 of the pre- 
vious strophe. The strophe ends with a synonymous distich which also corre- 
sponds with the last distich of the previous strophe. The entire strophe is 
accordingly synonymous with the previous strophe. 

V. 

Y?y Mty "ibwd i wvrrb wno 

onsrw m i srpD vn run 

ran"? to i dentin Vw ^ 

•na rot? 1 ? tin i doit"? n*?ro-pK 

■pvutto "pno ! njw ~m* "j^-vn-p 

"ireno p* i wn rajfr wx 

This strophe begins with a jussive on account of its reference to the magi- 
cians. The "UPBTl or the first line is the catch-word of the strophe that 
reappears in *np {Jf)Q p}{ of the last line. The strophe as a whole is progress- 
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ive to the previous pair of strophes. The opening distich has synonymous paral- 
lelism between the second member of the first line and the first member of the 
second, but the second member of the second line is progressive to the first mem- 
ber of the first line. The middle of the strophe is a synonymous tristich. The 
strophe comes to an end with a progressive distich. 

We have selected the above specimens of the pentameter, not only to show 
the pentameter movement where it is evident in the alphabetical poems, but also 
in order to show the help the study of poetry gives to the criticism of the text, 
and so an understanding of the parallelism upon which the interpretation 
depends. 

Our next paper will treat of the Hebrew Hexameter. 



